Profile of American Families, 1940-57

WILLIAM F. PRATT

ESPITE the dire warnings we frequently
hear concerning the deterioration of the
American family, family life is more popular
today than at any other time since the turn of
the century. But marked changes are occur-
ring in the patterns of family life, many of
which have proceeded more rapidly since
World War II. Change almost invariably
creates tension, especially when it involves the
modification of deeply rooted traditions or ex-
pectations. Many current social ills have been
causally attributed to contemporary family
life. If this is so, a basic understanding of
changes in family life is indispensable to under-
standing these social problems.

The number of families in the United States
has increased. More than three-fourths of the
decline in the proportion of the population
“never married” since 1890 occurred between
1940 and 1957 (fig. 1). In this period the pro-
portion of men currently married increased
from 59.7 to 67.3 percent, and of women from
59.5 to 66.4 percent (Ia@,2a). The number of
families increased 35.1 percent between 1940
and 1957 (20). Four basic factors have con-
tributed to this increase in families:

1. More couples survive -to celebrate their
golden wedding anniversary. Glick has esti-
mated that median ages to which husbands and
wives survive jointly increased 0.5 year between
1940 and 1950 (76). The improvements in life
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expectation since 1950 have undoubtedly ex-
tended this gain in the duration of marriage.

2. The proportion of remarried persons has
increased. Although this trend started before
1940, the proportion of remarried women among
those 15-44 years of age, with husband present,
increased 4 percent between 1940 and 1950
(from 9 percent to 13 percent), or more than in
the preceding 30 years (I¢). The increasing
proportion of remarried persons can be
ascribed principally to the remarriages of di-
vorced persons. In the years 1950 to 1956, there
were 3 to 4 widowed brides and grooms to every
10 divorced brides and grooms (3a).

3. The greatest factor in the increased pro-
portions of currently married persons, quite
obviously, is the decline in the proportion
remaining single. The proportion single of the
population 14 years of age and older declined
more than 6 percent between 1940 and 1957, 34.8
to 28.1 percent for men and 27.6 to 21.6 for
women (Ia,2a). This decline was observed in
each age group in 1955 compared with 1940
(1d). Between 1940 and 1955, the median age
at first marriage dropped 1.6 years for men, or’
almost as much as in the preceding half cen-
tury, while for women the median age dropped
1.3 years, or about twice as much as in the pre-
ceding half century (Ze). Two social trends
would seem to be particularly significant in the
recent decline in the age of first marriage, espe-
cially in the oldest 25 percent. College enroll-
ment of married students increased with the
advent of the GI bill and the veteran-student.
As recently as 1955, many colleges still reported
increased enrollment of married students. The
increased opportunities for, and acceptance of,
married women in the labor force may well have
paralleled the GI bill as a factor facilitating

189



earlier marriage since the war. These trends
may be regarded as part of the generally favor-
able economic conditions since World War II
which have facilitated marriage.

4. Better economic conditions have also con-
tributed to the increase of families by decreas-
ing the “doubling-up” in households. At least
14 percent of the increase in families between
1950 and 1957 was due to the decrease in sub-
families which would have otherwise lived with
relatives (20).

Fertility Rates

Parents today apparently want, or can afford,
to care for more children. In 1956, the fertility
rate reached 120.8 infants born alive per 1,000
women 15-44 years of age, which is in sharp
contrast to the 1940 rate of 79.9 and is in excess
of the 1947 rate of 113.3, the year of the “baby
boom.” Most important for trends in family
size is that the increase in fertility rates in re-
cent years has been due to increasing rates of
third and higher order births, which have con-
tinued to rise since 1950 (30). Between 1950

Figure 1.

and 1957, all age groups of women 15-44 years
of age who were ever married showed a marked
increase in the number of children born to them.
Moreover, while women with increasing educa-
tion have fewer children, the proportional gains
in fertility between 1950 and 1957 were greater
as the level of education increased, excluding
those with less than 8 years of schooling and
with 4 or more years of college. Also, the pro-
portional increase in fertility in the last 7 years
was greater among women aged 15-44 in the
labor force than among those not in the labor
force (2¢).

Family Composition

Despite the marked increase in fertility and
children born, the average size of families has
increased but little and only in the last few
years. Average family size, which had
decreased to 3.76 persons in 1940, decreased
further to 3.53 persons in 1953. By 1957, the
average size of families rose to 3.61, although
this is still below the level for 1947 (1f.2d).

The decline in family size up to 1953 is the
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Figure 2. Average family size and family
members, by type, 1940, 1950, 1954, 1957,
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result of the changing composition of families
(fig. 2). Between 1940 and 1950, the average
number of family members under 18 years of
age decreased as a result of low birth rates in
the 1930’s. Between 1950 and 1954, the rising
fertility of the late 1940’s and early 1950’s
brought a substantial increase in the average
number of family members under 18 years old
(1f,2d). This trend continued to 1957 when
there were 1.34 persons under 18 compared with
1.17 in 1950. However, throughout the period
1940-57, the average number of persons over 18
years of age fell from 2.52 to 2.27 (Ze).

Changes in the household and family situa-
tion of persons over 65 years of age have been
small, but in the direction of increasing isola-
tion from kinsfolk. Between 1950 and 1957,
the proportion of persons over 65 who were
classified as unrelated individuals or inmates of
institutions increased from 23.5 percent to 24.8
percent, or by 3,645,000 people. Among those
75 years of age and older, in the same period,
the proportion classified as unrelated or as
inmates of institutions rose from 27.8 to 30.2
percent, which was due to the increase in
unrelated individuals.

Between 1950 and 1957, the proportion of
persons over 65 years of age who were family
members, but not the head of the family or the
wife of the head (that is, dependent elders
usually), declined from 21.2 to 18.1 percent.
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In the same period, the proportion who were
heads or wives of heads of husband-wife fami-
lies increased from 44.4 to 47.2 percent (4,2f).
The majority of these latter families (70.8
percent in 1953) were elderly couples with no
other adult family members (Zg). Also, most
of these husband-wife families owned their own
homes. The median income in 1949, however,
was less than half, $1,129, that for all husband-
wife families, $2,803 (14).

Socioeconomic Conditions

The social and economic conditions of fami-
lies have generally improved throughout the
period 1940-57. The educational achievement
of husbands in husband-wife families has
increased from an average of 8.0 years in 1940
t010.8 yearsin1957. The educational improve-
ment was greater for younger than for older
husbands (7%,29). Improvements in housing
are reflected in less “doubling-up” of the genera-
tions. From 1947, when 8.7 percent of married
couples were without their own household, the
percentage dropped to 3.2 in 1957 (1j,2%).

Although money income alone is only a fair
indicator of an increase in real wealth or buy-
ing power, the trend in family income, which
has increased every year except 1949 and 1954
(from a median of $2,533 in 1944 to $4,971 in
1957), undoubtedly represents a real gain in the
economic conditions of families (5a,b).

The improved social and economic conditions
of families are associated with the increasing
number of families with more than one earner,
and especially with the increase of women in
the labor force. Between 1948 and 1956, the
number of families with more than one earner
increased from 41 to 46 percent among non-
farm families and 37 to 42 percent among farm
families (5¢). .

Despite the increasing number of dependen
children in families, the participation of mar-
ried women in the labor force has increased.
Among married women living with their hus-.
bands, 14.7 percent were in the labor force in
1940, and 29.6 percent in 1957. The increased
participation was largest for married women
over 35 years of age, which rose from 20.1
percent in 1947 to 30.0 percent in 1956; the
largest proportional contribution to this
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growth was among women 45 to 64 years of
age (6a,0). In 1955, husband-wife families
with the wife in the labor force had a median
income of $5,622, compared with $4,326 for
families in which the wife did not work (6d).
The thought is suggested from these and simi-
lar data that the erstwhile productive functions
of the family unit may be returning in a new
institutional form. \

From the point of view of family growth,
children seem to be less a barrier to the employ-
ment of the mother than formerly. The per-
centage increase between 1950 and 1957 in
children born per 1,000 women 15-44 years old
who were ever married was 13 percent greater
among women who worked, a 30.7 percent in-
crease, than among those not in the labor force,
a 17.9 percent increase (2¢).

This increase results in part from the greater
increase of married women over 35 years old in
the labor force, that is, women who have com-
pleted or nearly completed their childbearing.
The proportion of married women in the labor
force decreases with duration of marriage
through the first few years, indicating that
women leave the labor force during the early
years of childbearing (7). Women with chil-
dren under 6 years of age have a lower pro-
portion in the labor force at all ages than
women without children under 6, but the pro-
portion increases among these women as age
increases (6¢). As the children enter school,
mothers tend to return to work, as indicated by
the much greater participation of women with
children 6 to 17 years of age but none under 6
years old.

A current deficiency in statistics on the
family is the lack of data on total family
health, but certain indexes from vital statistics
data reflect improvements in the health of
family members. Between 1940 and 1956, the
improvement in life expectancy at birth rose
from 62.8 to 67.3 years for white males, and
from 67.3 to 73.7 for white females. Although
the improvement in life expectancy was greater
for nonwhite males and females than for white
persons in this period, a marked disparity re-
mains (3¢). Infant mortality provides another
index, declining from a rate of 47.0 per 1,000
live births in 1940 to 26.0 in 1956 (8a,3d). Ma-
ternal mortality offers a similar picture of
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marked gains in health for the family: a rate
of 37.6 per 10,000 live births in 1940 dropped to
4.1in 1956 (8b,3¢).

Family Stability

The increasing proportion of remarried per-
sons, mentioned earlier, and the increasing
proportion of divorced persons suggest a grow-
ing problem of family instability. Actually,
on the basis of available data, it is extremely
difficult to assess the trend in family stability.
The percentage of men currently divorced rose
from 1.2 in 1940 to 1.8 in 1954; for women it
rose from 1.6 to 2.2 in the same period. Be-
tween 1954 and 1957, the change in the per-
centage of persons currently divorced was
negligible (Za,2a). The trend in the divorce
rate per 1,000 women 15 years old and older
through this period gives a different impres-
sion. From its highest point of 17.8 per 1,000
married women 15 and over in 1946, the divorce
rate declined to 9.4 in 1956 (3f). Divorce
trends alone can be misleading in assessing
trends in family instability, since they do not
reflect the total population of families broken
by separation and desertion, from which the
majority of divorces arise. Much more de-
tailed study, based on reliable nationwide statis-
tics of family formation and dissolution, is
needed before conclusive analyses can be
presented.

Divorce has increased in relation to death as
a type of family dissolution. While the pro-
portion of currently divorced persons rose be-
tween 1940 and 1954, the proportion of current-
ly widowed persons declined in the same period
(Za). Comparisons of the trends in currently
divorced and currently widowed understate the
relative increase of divorces, since proportion-
ately more people who were ever divorced are
likely to be among the remarried at a given
time than persons who were ever widowed.
Most important is the fact that divorce, by and
large, affects families relatively early in mar-
riage, while death affects them much later.

Marriages of young persons (women less
than 21 years of age) are less likely to be per-
manent than marriages of somewhat older
persons (1k). Divorce rates are considerably
higher for nonwhite than for white women, as
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are rates of separation and widowhood. Di-
vorce rates are lowest for women with 4 or more
years of college, and highest for women with
1 to 3 years of high school. The rates of sepa-
ration for women vary inversely with educa-
tion (17). In recent years, the proportion of
divorces affecting children and the median
number of children per divorce involving
children have increased (3g).

Illegitimacy is an increasing problem in
family life. Between 1940 and 1956, the il-
legitimacy rate rose from 7.1 per 1,000 unmar-
ried women 1544 years of age to 20.2. The
ratio of illegitimate births per 1,000 live births
increased from 17.5 to 19.0 for white persons
and 179.6 to 204.0 for nonwhite persons between
1950 and 1956 (9,10). In one study, premari-
tal pregnancy was found to be associated with
divorce and with young age at marriage (11).

Basic Problems

While many of the trends in American
family life, especially since World War II,
may be regarded as encouraging, sight must not
be lost of the fact that many social problems
thought to be closely related to family life have
been. increasing. Among these we may list
juvenile delinquency, mental illness, illegiti-
macy, and living conditions and productive op-
portunities for our elder citizens. _

In addition, with the improvement of public
health methods in combating the great killers
of yesterday, our attention must turn more and
more to the prevention and control of chronic
disease that saps the will and the physical en-
ergy of so many, especially in later years.

A basic step in understanding these problems
and effecting preventive techniques lies in a
more detailed study of the family as the unit of
social, mental, and physical health. Among the
‘research needs concerning the family, mention
should be made of at least the following:

1. A statistically useful definition of the fam-
ily for health and welfare purposes, including
all relevant persons in and out of the household
unit.

2. Nationwide coverage of marriage and di-
vorce statistics, based on the centralized regis-
tration of marriages and divorces in all of the
States. Data broadly similar to those obtained
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for divorces should be obtained for families
broken by death and separation.

3. More intensive study of differential mor-
tality by marital status, age, sex, and race to
locate the social and psychological correlates of
mortality differences.

4. Intensive studies of health conditions and
practices in the family unit as a whole, and of
the functions of the family in rehabilitation and
in preventing and treating illness.
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BCG Vaccination

Although it is generally accepted that the role of BCG vaccination, al-
ways limited in the United States, is diminishing even further, some advo-
cates continue to propose more extended use of it. Consideration of current
trends in tuberculosis suggests that the proponents of BCG have not given
sufficient weight to basic changes in the epidemiology of the disease. One
of the most significant of these is that the infection rate has dropped sharply
in recent years. There is good reason to believe that, with continuation of
our tuberculosis control efforts, the acquisition of new tuberculosis infec-
tion in this country may become a rare event.

‘What now are the disadvantages? Even in the face of grossly dimin-
ished need, BCG vaccination would be justified if it offered complete pro-
tection. Carefully conducted and controlled studies, here and abroad, yield
sharply conflicting evidence on this point. Studies in this country do the
least to affirm the usefulness of such vaccination. Not only are there doubts
regarding the benefits of BCG, but there are complicating factors as well.
Probably the most important is that BCG causes tuberculin sensitivity,
making it virtually impossible to differentiate by skin testing between per-
sons who have been vaccinated and persons who have been infected with
virulent tubercle bacilli.

Most of our cases in this country today are persons who were previously
infected, some many years ago. BCG offers no protection to these people.
Indeed, it would enormously complicate the problem of identifying them
so they can benefit from other public health measures.

Other problems would result from the general use of BCG vaccine. Any
appreciable increase in nonspecific reactions to tuberculin would obscure
the measurement of trends of tuberculosis infection, the search for source
or index cases, and the selection of groups of younger people for X-ray
screening. Also, a valuable tool in differential diagnosis would be lost
to us.

Because of the vanishing need for BCG vaccination, its limited effective-
ness, and the disadvantages attendant on its use, few health officers will find
situations in their jurisdictions where the risk is so high and the exposure
so truly unavoidable as to warrant resorting to BCG vaccination.

—Rarer E. Dwork, M.D., director of health, State of Ohio.
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